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AN EXPLORATION OF COMPREHENSION ANC RAPID REACING IS 
PRESENTED. THE GUALITY OF READING IS DISCUSSEC FROM THE 
STANDPOINT OF EFFICIENCY AND EFFECTIVENESS. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
WHICH INDICATE THE LOW COMPREHENSION RESULTING FROM "DYNAMIC" 
READING. THAT IS. READING DOWN THE CENTER OF THE PAGE WITH NO 
LEFT-TO-RIGHT EYE MOVEMENTS. ARE CITED. VISUAL ACUITY. 

USEABLE SPAN OF RECOGNITION. AND LENGTH OF FIXATION ARE 
CONSIDERED AS COMPREHENSION CONTROLS WHEN READING MORE TH4« 
800 WORDS PER MINUTE. IT IS CONCLUDED THAT ACCORDING TO 
VISUAL SURVEY BEHAVIOR. RATES ORDINARILY ASSOCIATED WITH 
RAPID READING CAN BE CONSIDERED ONLY A MASTERFUL FORM OF 
SKIMMING. THIS PAPER WAS PRESENTED AT THE NATIONAL READING 
CONFERENCE (TAMPA. NOVEMBER 30 - DECEMBER 2. 1967). CMC) 
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Rapid Heading! ProhUaa, Paraweters, and Prospect* (B 2 - 3 P) 

Dayton ft, Bultgrsn 
{falvursity of Minnesota 

Stanley dole*, in the Phi lftlto| tjornnan (13)> discussed *oas length 
the educational qpacioery that is emerging external to cur school*. It i* 
still not clear vhetber aany of these enterprise* are legitimate gua*i- 
educational enterprises or whether they are charlatan operations designed to 
exploit the pifclic ana our *chool staff*. It is clear that we in the reading 
field are especially susceptible to their exploitations, on the one hand, vhile 

ve e ng age in our own bit of fuaefcery, on the other. 

This is scat evident In the area of reading i^roveaent, where newspaper 
ana tM^mine ads, brochures, radio and television spot announceaents, and, for 

that matter, full page spreads in sons of our cwn professional Journals, ore 

/ 

geared to sell our services and products to a not too discriminating public. 
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«te consdiM-.etor, Utady Allen, Dmm tertimony to the .ppran t succe.. 

03’ these effort, when be reportedly seldl 1 *«* • cootm In .peed reding, 
leerning to reed str.ight don the middle of the pege, end I w« * ble to go 
through fi g ■"* «ncs in twenty minutes. It's about Russia.' * 

Specifically, in this area of no-called rapid reading, ve tend to eahibit 
a stran ge penchant for mining science and superstition, fact and fantasy. 

What do we know about the im prov em e nt of reading behaviort Bow serious ere we 
in developing a systematic body of scientific knowledge about that which we 
oomooly e all rapid raadingt » ia apparent that mich of the current confusion 
and conflict in the literature emanates from this phrasei ". . .that which we 
ewmonly call rapid reading". Hsw ia the word "reading" used In our prcfee- 
eiont In refers ase to the subject under consideration here today t 

At the 196k anntml meting of the •etiooal heading Conference the follow* 
lag definition, reprejentativa of those in the literature, waa given! gaining 
ma^ng from the printed page at a rate of 1,200 or more worda per minute" 

( 12 ). the author further Indicated he placed no upper Unite on the rate. 

A careful exmainat lon of thla definition leada to two observation* which 

are vovth exploring here today* 

fht firat observation pertains to the adequacy of coapreheirjlon es ^the 
only reel end meaningful gauge* of reeding competence et the high retee of 

coverage* 

If one seriously attempts to assess the qpelity of reading, it seees clear 

that comprehension gets at only one facet of the problem! m 

the ability to imderstand end to sat iaf actor ily co^lete an aaalgned reading 
task. Share seems to be Uttle disagreement that comprehension Measures can 
be used to assess effectiveness. But there is a second facet of quality read- 
ing vhich is not dealt with by comprehension nsasuresi frfflcltftfl^ or the 
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nature of the perceptual activity employed by the reader while carrying out the 
reading act (l8). this diaenelon deaands equal consideration* And In order 
to explore this dimension of asseesnent it is necessary to admit the legiti- 
macy a ad relevance of eye-mt reaent research. Excellent histories of the 
develo p me nt of this technique are found in the works by Huey (8), Carmichael 
and Dearborn (8), and Taylor (l8). For that natter, the question of the 
reliability end validity of eye-uovement records obtained by the photographic 
method has been thoroughly Investigated and substantiated by Anderson (l), 

Nurse (10), Tinker (80), dilber (5), and Dixon (3)* 

Also, those who insist that comprehension, or effectiveness, Is the sole 
meanlni^ul msature of reading competanoa are faced with the necessity of 
explaining the following research findings* Apache (lj) recorded the eye 
mov ements of students before and after training in a well-known e pae d reading 
program. Using the Beading Bye, records were obtained on the set of reading 
one of the test selections supplied for use **ith the camera end on the act 
of eklMlng the pages of e book* Comprehension cheeks by true-false questions 
accompanied both types of reading. It found that comprehension In the test 
selections was normal (TOj or better) before and after training, with an 
average Rein of last than yfo and that comprehension in skimming was weak, 
averaging about JOjl after training, Taylor (17) found in his evaluation of 
the trainees who completed t well-known speed reeding course that the slowest ■ 
readers had the best comprehension sad those who truly read "dynamically" 

(that la, down the canter of the page with no left-to-right eye movements) had 
comprehension scores on a true-false test of less than 50jl» less than that . 
which could be attained by a blindfolded monkey with s pencil. 




Therefore, it is essential to dlscurs the quality of reading, rapid or 
otherwise, from the standpoint of efficiency as well as effectiveness. The 



alternative i» to be ceugbt up in • 



of seasntlc confusion end professional 



enbarresMtnt* 

a wcona gbagaatia do vlth the 3U «8 e8tlon ttat 911 r ** ain « 18 

really of the earn. type, except for variations In rate. 

To check the validity of this assumption it is necessary to review eo«e 

iill*too-f wilier facts. 

Thera la the age-old discussion of whether or not it is necessary to see 
.11 the words one is reading. While it must be conceded that some words are 
■ore important carriers of waning then other., hmr i. it possible in advance 
or apart from the reader’s making contact with the printed words, to select 
out the important words which are to receive hia attention in reading! It 
„ust furthar be ra cognised that a reader's vi.ion is so reduced while hia 
eyes are in notion that it 1. impossible for recognition in any maanlngful 
sense to occur. *> can absorb print only when hia eyes ere stopped. 

What about visual acuity and span of recognition! As a reader a eyas 
atop at any given point along a line of print, only 4-5 letter, iamediately 
•round the fixation point are seen with 100* acuity. From this point of dear- 
est vision outward in either direction words and their letter, are aaen with 
decrees. > } clarity, so thrt word, which occur one inch from the fixation point 
are seen with only 30* acuity (15) <l8). this typical fall off of viand acuity 
leads to the conclusion that the useable span of recognition of readers is 
only about 1.1 words and explains why even the not* superior reedera, trained 
or untrained, aeldoa thieve a useable span of recognition of over 8.5 words (6) 
If reading is interpreted to meen "reeding moat of the word, on a Pag®”, 
the time is also a significant factor in reading. There is ample evidence to 
suggest than any other definition is not very helpful (15) («) (5) («-)• The 
sheer metbeaatics of the situation (l/5 second duration per fixation! l/25 
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second per sweep to the next fixation; acuity of 2.5*5 words per fixation; end 

i 

l/25 second for e return sweep to the next line) reveals that It is impossible 
to read acre than about 800 words per minute. 

There is one Interesting finding reported by Dixon ( 3 ) in hit study of 
eye movements of forty*elght University of Michigan professors, individuals 
vno had chosen scholarship is a career and vho should be among the best readers. 
Actually, the subjects in this study didn't read as skillfully as night be 
supposed. The average rat# on all passages read was 303 words per ninute with 
6,5 fixations per line# Only fi v # subjects were found to have read at least 
500 words par ninute# Of the five, only one subject nslntalned s speed of 500 
words per ninute on all passages. That one subject happened to be an individual 

who had the reputation for being able to read a line or a paragraph at a 
glance, In "gulp# and chunks”. An analysis of his records revealed no evidence 
of single ty»-f ixatlons per line or paragraph. This super speed reader was 
invited for further tasting, involving notarial* ranging in difficulty from 
the primary to the college level without forael comprehension checks, to remove 
suspicion that the earlier materials were too difficult and the comprehension 
checks hampered his speed. Again, there was no evidence of single fixations 
par lint or paragraph and the fastest rate achieved on the supplementary tests 
did not exceed 600 words per minute. Dixon concludes "it seems clear that this 
subject read in the conventional manner. In that he makes several fixations per 
line as well as occasional regressions". So evidence was found to support the 
contention that there are individuals vho ere able to read in single fixations 
per line or paragraph. 

If all reading behavior ia not similar at all rates, what is the so-called 
reader doing when he goes through • book so rapidly he never stop# turning the 
pagest The subjects in Dixon's study ( 3 ) did not actually exhibit any such 
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reading behavior, the subjects In studies by Orayum (?), McDonald (9), and 
Taylor (IT) were found to employ distinctly differ** approaches or pcrtor- 
aances (fever fixations of Increased duration, random and unpredictable visual 
survey behavior) In carrying out tasks at rates ordinarily associated with 
rapid reading. One can conclude that they are not really reading, but rather 
are engaging in a masterful form of skinning, unless the material Is extremely 
f Mil lar, the individual eannot stand much of a test on the material. 

This discussion off these observations leads to the pondering of the fol- 

loving questions i 

1. few do we account for the fact of hart research evidence which places 
specific physiological limits on reading behavior! 

8. Vhat good la It all, evan if you could get people to Involve them- 
selves In a process colled rapid reading, when comprehension drops 

off as a result? 

3. few able are we to demand hard research to support what we aay and do 
in the so-called speed reading area? 

h. Bov willing are we, professionally, to live within the Units of those 
research findings? 
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